To the directors, playwrights, stage managers, dramaturgs, designers, and actors (especially the Women+) that have driven forward great monster trucks of theatre and let me ride shotgun. To my mother, a driving force of life, love, humor, elegance, and support, and for driving me absolutely everywhere so that I could be in plays.
To my father, for driving me across the country (twice) so that I could get to graduate school. To my teachers, for driving me to break through my imagined barricades.
To my students, for driving me to a new chapter of my life. To my classmates, for driving me to tears with laughter and wonderment. And to Eli, for driving me crazy and to be a better, more loving person.
Thank you, all.
iii "On the assumption that my technique is either complicated or original or both, the publishers have politely requested me to write an introduction to this book.
At least my theory of technique, if I have one, is very far from original; nor is it complicated. I can express it in fifteen words, by quoting The Eternal Question And Immortal Answer of burlesk, viz. "Would you hit a woman with a child?-No, I'd hit her with a brick." Like the burlesk comedian, I am abnormally fond of that precision which creates movement.
If a poet is anybody, he is somebody to whom things made matter very littlesomebody who is obsessed by Making. Like all obsessions, the Making obsession has disadvantages; for instance, my only interest in making money would be to make it. Fortunately, however, I should prefer to make almost anything else, including locomotives and roses. It is with roses and locomotives (not to mention acrobats Spring electricity Coney Island the 4th of July the eyes of mice and Niagara Falls) that my "poems" are competing.
They are also competing with each other, with elephants, and with El Greco.
Ineluctable preoccupation with The Verb gives a poet one priceless advantage: whereas nonmakers must content themselves with the merely undeniable fact that two times two is four, he rejoices in a purely irresistible truth (to be found, in abbreviated costume, upon the title page of the present volume)." studying acting and musical theatre at Syracuse University, and taking part in a few other training programs that I had the opportunity to do at night or over a summer.
There is also what I learned in-between universities (sometimes horribly referred to as "the real world") while living life as a professional actor in New York City for five years.
And, for that matter, there's what I learned from high school and middle school theatre, all the community theatre I was fortunate to do, and even what I learned from standing up and singing "Zip-a-Dee-Doo-Dah" to my classmates on the first day of Kindergarten (an experience that would echo itself in a very different way this year in
Clown class, when our clowns were asked to sing). Upon reflection, that last (or rather first) lesson was simply: if there is any kind of light inside of you, and you feel the impulse, share it! Or, as my undergraduate Professor Gerardine Clark advised me at the end of my freshman year (in a succinct and folksy way): "Don't hide your light under a bushel." That advice has had a long time to sink in, and it's still sinking.
Sometimes I question everything I've learned. Sometimes, I'm struck by how I'm able to oscillate from the fulfillment of knowing things about theatre to wishing I could forget everything and go back to that lack of inhibition and state of courage and joy of a kindergartner singing because she liked to sing-an arguably ideal place from which to start acting. Sometimes I hear about people in casting wanting to hire pedestrians so that "they're not doing a bunch of acting." I wonder what the point is, in this case, of treating acting like a craft if that's becoming a demand… and whether there's any truth to it. Sometimes, I'm very moved by a performance that somebody else hated, or vice versa, and I wonder what the point is of working so hard to be a better actor if it's art and therefore so much of it is entirely subjective. On top of that, I have come to believe that most people can act if they desire to. I've especially found this to be true through teaching undergraduate non-theatre-major students during my time here.
Most of the students were previously inexperienced in acting, yet revealed themselves to be gifted and interesting and capable, and therefore it's hard for me to say if my class (or any formal instruction) would be a necessary entrance into acting for them.
However, as it stands, I have been fortunate to have a good number of experiences with acting and learned a great many truths from smart and gifted actors.
What I've come to believe about acting is my own total, the addition and subtraction of it all so far, and it's all potentially moot in terms of success and survival. But I made the choice to pursue acting as a teenager, and now it is my craft and my art. own defenses and masks in order to best serve the character and the play. Forget your socialization, including inhibitions, defense mechanisms, gender roles, and the need to be liked. Break out of patterns of editing, fixing, or presenting yourself, which can result in concealing the truth of your thoughts and emotions. Instead, "release the affect" to respond fully and truthfully.
3) Be present. In order to recognize the truth of the moment, you must be present.
Being present means being able to observe, listen, and respond truthfully to the present moment. Also, on stage, we must always be seeing, hearing, and experiencing as if for the first time. This can be difficult. It requires letting go of the past and future. It requires breath and acceptance. It requires placing all your focus on the other actor(s), with the ability to quickly notice the subtle physical and emotional changes. "Every little moment has a meaning all its own." Or, every moment that we share with another actor (or the audience) has it's own meaning, and we must be able to notice and respond to that meaning. In order to do this, you must be able to get out of your head. This is a constant striving. If you cannot be present or truthful as an actor, you'll likely deliver a pre-determined, presentational, polished performance (probably verging on acting auto-pilot). I use alliteration of plosives to adamantly warn you against this type of acting. To me, it is uninteresting and self-serving (rather than serving the story), and yet I've found that this is idea of acting is commonly what non-actors assume actors do.
4) Be committed. Acting requires daily practice to achieve the habits (i.e. relaxation, imagination, play) and un-learning of unhelpful habits (i.e. editing, denying impulses, defense mechanisms) necessary for the previous tenets. Also, daily practice is necessary in order to achieve physical and vocal freedom from habitual pedestrian tension. It is necessary, thereby, to expand your range. And finally, it is necessary to prepare you for doing the work. In the same way that you must commit to a character, action, scene, or moment, you must commit to the actor's daily practice. This thesis will discuss what that can entail.
5) Be full. Breathe fully. Invest in the imaginary circumstances as fully as possible. Do emotional preparations (offstage) until you are emotionally full. Commit to the stakes, urgency, and your action fully. Follow your impulses and do tactics fully to the end of impulse. Respond fully, both physically and vocally. Play fully, like a child plays. Take risks and fail fully. Off the stage, live fully. I believe that being a great actor requires you to have a versatile life, and a range of experiences outside the world of theater. This gives you a well of experience to share and from which to draw for your acting. It also allows you to study human behavior in a variety of situations, which is our life's research. The more full your life, the more full your acting, I think. Ideally you find a balance.
Meaning
The idea of balance may work to segue out of some of my philosophical acting beliefs, do that, they can exhaust more than they prepare, in my experience.
In terms of a physical warm-up, the above sequence, if done well, could probably satisfy the physical needs of some plays. But I know this wouldn't suffice for the advanced movement work we've done at the University of Iowa, and I've since learned the importance of a good physical warm up for most work. In terms of my early process at Syracuse, I was mostly influenced by a few dance classes (Ballet, Tap, and Jazz) and some Pilates training early on. I incorporated strengthening and stretching exercises into my process as a result. One often sees a lot of stretching outside audition rooms, and it helps, but unfortunately this doesn't really encourage real physical freedom and readiness, which Associate Professor of Movement Paul Kalina refers to as the "state of play." It also isn't likely to get the body ready to connect to character and physical action in a scene, which I've learned is necessary for full and truthful work. So my process was certainly lacking in the physical realm.
Acting was considered to be the paramount focus of our training, surpassing singing and dancing, though the faculty often encouraged students to aim to be "triple threats" (good at all three fields). My first year, we were told that we were chosen largely because of our unique qualities, and that the training was geared towards embracing our individuality as actors, rather than molding us into sellable "cookiecutter" types. I appreciated that freedom. I learned many helpful tools and "rules" and methods and approaches to acting, practically a smorgasbord of different perspectives from different teachers over my four years, including a semester of training by masters at Shakespeare's Globe Theatre in London. I'm grateful for everything I was exposed to and hopefully absorbed into the recesses of my mind and heart. Right off the bat, I
learned a new theatre vocabulary. I learned the importance of personalization, observation of human behavior, scene/play analysis, objective, action, and verbs, respect for the text, how to prepare and rehearse a scene or a song or even a musical scene. This was all part of my process of learning to act.
But I don't know that I graduated with a cohesive, organized way to talk about acting, which is something that the University of Iowa faculty and my teaching experience here has since given me. Also, the discipline of constant practice had not been instilled in me. Outside of warming up for rehearsals and classes, and doing homework for the latter, which included a lot of scene study and song rehearsal, I
mostly relied on the classes I was taking for daily practice. I was singing constantly in voice lessons, musical theatre performance, and even an a cappella group, and so I never worried about keeping up with that skill. But once I graduated and moved to New York City, I made a big mistake. I didn't take any classes to keep my voice, mind, and body in shape, which I now know, as a rule, is anathema to performers. I auditioned one to four days a week, sometimes four times in a day, and would warm up for auditions either at home (sometimes four hours before travelling to the audition and actually getting into the room), in a hallway (not very productive), or in a rehearsal room I had to rent for 15-30 minutes. I'd get to act, sing, and dance in the auditions and shows (when cast), but that was mostly where my practice ended. Money was an issue, so even the occasional voice lesson or dance class was a luxury. I considered, but never did a "pay to play" workshop with a casting director because these were typically hundreds of dollars for a day or two of renewed learning and practice.
Later, when I worked as a production singer for two contracts on cruise ships, my process centered mostly around the voice and the acting challenge of doing the same shows over and over. According to Stanislavski, you must create the "illusion of the first time" and act as if everything is happening for the very first time in each moment.
When attempting to act out pop songs, which typically have a repetitive chorus rather than a clear journey from start to end, this was admittedly difficult. Moreover, the shows weren't really artistically fulfilling for me, and I knew that I couldn't lay down my hat for ship life. After two seven-month contracts, I moved home to the Boston area, attempting to return to theatre in a new market. In a tale as old as time, I didn't have immediate success. I let the struggle discourage me, and I let go of my practice completely. Eventually, I felt that my acting and singing were stale, and the longer it went on like that, the more anxiety surrounded doing the things I loved, and the more disconnected I felt to who I was as an actor. Falling into this trap of discontinued practice was an extremely important experience and lesson for me-one that I hope forever fuels the continuance of my process. Unexpectedly, though, I filled this void with physical work-namely, exercise. I began a strict but rewarding practice of exercising every day, initially as part of an eight-week challenge, and I have continued to exercise to varying degrees ever since.
Movement
That sudden shift in my process brings me to my current work and the reality of In our first and second year, we learned about storytelling techniques and the physical process of building a character's architecture and range through mimetic dynamics and mask work, which I've since brought into my rehearsal process as a good starting point for character choices. In our final movement course, we studied
Clowning. It was, perhaps in contrast to popular opinion, an intellectually and philosophically inspiring experience, though most clowns would probably say I'm thinking about it too much. Clowning taught me, first and foremost, about the importance of not "doing" in order to make things happen, but rather trusting in the moment, your scene partner, and the audience. I learned that I am a "do-er" when I am uncertain, and that this can lead to rushing through potentially great moments. It taught me about failing, badly, and sitting in the uncomfortable moments. Also, taking away the words and even face in order to respond fully with the entire body was a challenge. Finally, there was the lesson of slowing things down to live and discover moment-to-moment. This leads us to the perspective of the clown, which is a fresh, innocent, loving way of looking at the world and the audience. Even if the clown gets mad or upset, it is because they desire to give love (and perhaps are failing to do so). acting that was taught to us by one of his former students, Professor John Cameron. To act in this class was to "live truthfully" within crafted exercises, such as "Meisner
Repetition" and "The Door," and truthfulness became the main focus of my process.
We did repetition constantly with classmates, taught "baby repetition" to students, and this exercise revealed so much about myself as a person and an actor. My "masks,"
tendencies, and habitual tactics became apparent, and I began to experiment with living truthfully from moment-to-moment in daily life as well as in repetition. In this way, the Meisner effect on my acting process has been practical and psychological. I am constantly fighting the compulsion "to be a lady," to accommodate others or try to meet their expectations… for me, this means to be sweet and polite and reserved.
Those tendencies have, in the past, felt tied into my personality, and so I think there will be a constant process of "letting go." But I am actively trying to replace these tendencies with an emotional freedom, vulnerability, and bravery. This is perhaps the least tangible part of my process, but also very necessary. I've since also found Meisner repetition to be useful before walking into an audition room, as it's very grounding and takes the focus off of the self. We also learned to do emotional state "preparations"
before scene work and in shows. Cameron encouraged us to daydream and use our imaginations whenever possible, as well as embracing a "child-like" sense of play (similar to Kalina's "state of play"). This is something that came relatively naturally, as I was a pretty bold kid who was very into playing pretend.
But I clocked the real difference in my ability to imagine and play as an adult by learning Grotowski technique with former University of Iowa Professor Eric Forsythe.
Also psychologically freeing and enlightening, Grotowski immediately affected my process, though I feel the lessons will continue to reveal themselves in layers of profundity as time goes on. Furthering my work from Movement and Meisner training the first year, the amount of focus being placed on others and the state of play was taken to a whole new level. To do so, we participated in "jams," in which we played without inhibition, using our voices and bodies fully (which was a lesson in its own).
Some of the playing was remarkably difficult for me due to inhibition, though in time I In our third year, we left the world of naturalism (as we knew it) and dove into Period Styles, taught by John Cameron. Of course, styles change, and we learned that style is actually the naturalism of its time. So, luckily we didn't need to throw out truthful acting or GOAT in order to act in style. But we learned that there is a vocabulary of movement and gesture (with fans, staffs, and curving lines, etc) that could add a lot to a scene. And for our graduate showcase, my scene partner and I ended up using elements of style in a modern-day scene, which I wouldn't have been able to do before. Finally, Acting for the Camera class (also taught by Cameron) has reminded me to trust my instincts, that less is more, and "the camera picks up One of them was a two-person musical that I put on with a friend, a student director, and student pianist over graduation weekend, and that was the first and last musical I ever did at Syracuse. Upon coming to Iowa, I was determined not to waste any time and to get as much work done as possible. It's amazing to me that we're technically required to be in productions, because that implies a student might not want to do at least one show per semester in an (ideally) supportive, non-product-oriented, or financially-motivated learning environment. But it's all essential work for the actor:
classroom study and practical application to a full-length production. And it's one of the greatest gifts that the University of Iowa has given us: Opportunity.
Having taken an eight-year hiatus between undergraduate and graduate school to attempt to live as an actor in that rumored "real world," I learned that Stephen Sondheim was correct in his lyrical claim that "Opportunity is not a lengthy visitor." For actors, the ability to practice their craft and express themselves through their art largely depends on getting cast in a production. As I mentioned earlier, doing monologues in your home and at auditions doesn't satisfy this need. The audition (and the callback and the second callback, etc, etc) acts as a gateway to the work, and the effort made is not typically rewarded with validation, but rather, repeated rejection. And I don't believe this is generally due to a lack of hard-working or talented actors, but to the overall oversaturation of the profession; more supply than demand. We all knew this, going in. But it can feel as if you're constantly asking permission to do the thing that you love, and understand, and have been trained to do… unless you undertake to create and/or produce your own work. I plan on taking this alternative much more seriously in the future, because too often I've found myself unintentionally estranged from acting. But by saying "yes" to opportunity as an actor starting out in NYC, many of my roles were last-minute replacements that involved dropping everything. Or, I did unpaid workshop after concert after staged reading after additional training in the hopes that something would lead to a real gig. Eventually, it did. But really, it was an important philosophy because that way, I was acting. And by saying "yes" to a children's theatre tour of If You Give a Pig a Pancake and Other Stories, I was able to join Actor's Equity Association, and a year after that, I was offered my first official equity contract. All of this is to say that I believe my progress has been inextricably linked to my work in productions over time, and at the University of Iowa, I feel like I've gotten to learn and perform equally. This has been invaluable.
Past Productions
My process, which used to involve a lot more subconscious pre-planned acting, recently turned forty-years-old and wanting to be "known" but, in the end, losing the offer of a dream role to someone else. To be honest, this part came easily in many ways. Despite the newness of Iowa, the size of the role, the fluctuating text, and the ten-year age difference between myself and the character, I empathized with Mimi's situations and emotional journey throughout the play. The text felt very natural to me, and the personalization work was enjoyable. I used a memorization technique known as "Dropping In," which was taught to me by Syracuse faculty member Nicole Ricciardi. It entails memorizing the text slowly using images, which helps with personalization, as well as preventing vocal patterns and "seeing the words on the page" while acting. I attempted to apply some of the new ideas about action and objective that Paul Kalina and John Cameron were teaching at the time, but I think it was too early for me to really put them into action. My physical process was still quite lacking, and there was a struggle in rehearsals to free myself up, to be able to play, to go "too far" in order to be pulled back, if necessary.
After the show ended, the director reached out to the cast to ask if we could speak to a lesson or two that we'd learned from doing the show. I wrote about the importance of not putting imaginary limitations on how far I can go as an actor. For instance, in a scene that alludes to Mimi's noticeable drunkenness, I was so scared of going overboard and getting the feedback that I was "playing drunk" unbelievably, that Mimi probably never seemed more than a little tipsy. Instead, it would have been better to really go for it, to risk being over-the-top in rehearsal in order to explore all the possible levels and manifestations of her physical state. Later in the play, Mimi finds out that she will not be offered the dream role that she thought she'd already gotten. I was encouraged to have the full negative reaction to this worst-case scenario before composing myself enough to lock the door of the apartment and eat an entire apple pie, eventually with my hands. This could absolutely happen, but right up until opening night, my left brain had decided that it couldn't. I thought that the pie-eating beat was the climax of the scene, and therefore nothing else could happen that was dramatically close to that sequence. But why did I place this limitation on myself? What was I afraid of-that it wouldn't be the "correct" choice dramaturgically or directorially? That should not be my concern. Was it that I wouldn't be able to have painful emotional outbursts twice in one scene? I shouldn't make safe choices as a result of second- Fitzmaurice tremoring backstage before scenes. I also focused on "bubble" work we'd learned in movement, in which you expand your energy out as if it formed a bubble around you. When playing a scene, you can imagine using your bubble to compress or expand the connection between yourself and your scene partner, by either pushing or pulling them towards or away from you. This allows your energy to fill the space and reach the other actors, rather than collapsing in on yourself in a pedestrian state. Jacques Lecoq's "eclosion" also aids in this idea of entering the room with a heightened state of projecting energy out and around oneself, yet being open and "with" everything and everyone in the room, rather than "for" or "against." The eclosion was often the last thing I'd do right before entering for a scene. As the character Hayat Johnson, I played the antagonist, perhaps the first time I've ever done so. In a way, it was difficult to play a character that I knew would be so unpopular, but we had learned from John Cameron that you simply can't worry about being liked on stage. You have to play your part as it best aids the storytelling. Luckily, the play itself gives Hayat various facets that left me room to create a three-dimensional and vulnerable character that I empathized with, and every character's colors and moments of humanity need to be recognized and explored. But a large part of the challenge of this play was learning to play the villain. And I found that to be fun and freeing in many ways, which explains why many actors love to roles like these, and I played more even For most of us, the focus was on learning to rap (and potentially freestyle) while acting in a scene at the same time. Rapping and acting, referred to as "raptoring," was a brand new skill on it's own, and we combined that with some singing and dancing. As
Senator Casca, another villain, I played a manipulative and somewhat masculine
Southern woman who loved sandwiches. As Soothy Sue, I was as an old, unstable, fortune-predicting homeless woman. These were both fun parts that pushed me to expand my playing field of choices, range, and risk-taking. I learned that the bigger the choice, the better, while staying as truthful as possible within the style. I also began to differentiate between my habitual physicality and that of the character, by discovering when I could make a different physical choice than what felt normal or comfortable.
Following this production, I was cast in another musical play that was not exactly a musical, known as Mr. Burns: a Post-Electric Play by Anne Washburn. Also a reasonably new play, it deals with the Simpsons, the apocalypse, and what happens to a consumerist society post-electricity. With sprawling group scenes, musical numbers, and many mysterious given circumstances, I incorporated more of my movement work at the time than the analytical GOAT approach. While we spent a good deal of time improvising and creating back-stories for our characters, much was left to interpretation and our own internal direction. I personally attempted to apply our simultaneously learned mask techniques for the third act, in which we played masked townspeople playing archetypal Simpsons characters. We sang and I rapped and therefore incorporated more of a vocal warm-up for this show. I experimented with expressing everything physically (since the face is taken away) and vocally, and played with my character's more extreme personality, vocal register, and psychical architecture and movement as the bully Nelson. In this section, I focused on telling the story and taking risks. In the second act, I played another villain with fewer redeeming qualities, and did my best to go for that unapologetically. I channeled my cruise ship performance experience to sing a presentational torch song, which one faculty member said led to a power in my work that he hoped to see more of. This has since been a goal of mine, specifically to find how to bring that power to spoken text and my physicality.
Other feedback that I received from a faculty member was that the second act character, Quincy, seemed "mannered" in a way similar to my character in order to best serve the story. My character appeared to be more intellectually analytical than emotionally expressive in most instances, and a strong emotional reaction can get in the way of singing. I was happy to incorporate some of my former musical theatre training for this role, and worked closely on songs with John Muriello, my voice teacher, Janelle Lauer, our music director, and John Cameron, our director for this production. Inherently, my process was more collaborative in this regard, getting more immediate feedback more often on technical musical choices and execution, and the acting work that impacted these. In the end, it was a joyful experience to be able to perform this role in this musical.
With a greater budget and advertising reach, a cast of student and community actors of all ages, and a faculty (rather than student) director, the experience was Acting gives me joy and purpose, though not all the time and not all at once.
The "rewards" are not always immediate and may not come at all. And in the process of perfecting my process, I've found I get less satisfied with outcomes the more that I work. That feeling of "I killed it!" is fewer and far between, though I can also acknowledge that my acting is better than it used to be in many ways, and perhaps there was naïveté in my youthful confidence. As Martha Graham allegedly declared to Agnes De Mille: "[There is] no satisfaction whatever at any time. There is only a queer divine dissatisfaction, a blessed unrest that keeps us marching and makes us more alive than the others." I don't want to claim any kind of superiority for experiencing this level of "divine dissatisfaction," but I can attest to the truth of that statement the more that I act. And it feels right-to be left wanting to do more, to act more, to live more.
